Neurobehavioral effects of antihypertensive medications.
Although millions of hypertensive individuals receive chronic treatment with antihypertensive medication, the effect on the central nervous system by these drugs is poorly understood. Such treatment, while generally well tolerated, frequently produces symptoms of drowsiness, weakness, altered memory and impaired concentration. In addition to subjective evidence derived from patient reports, a large number of investigations have now been published which attempt to objectively assess the influence of antihypertensive medication on behavioral or cognitive performance. This paper summarizes and critically evaluates experimental studies of the effect of antihypertensive medication on subjects' performance of neuropsychological tasks and reviews the pharmacologic mechanisms by which these drugs may affect behavior. The literature is incomplete in its assessment of all domains of neuropsychological performance and all drug classes, and methodologic deficiencies are common. Nonetheless, the consensus of all studies and the findings of well-designed studies in particular do not identify any notable areas of performance impairment in patients receiving antihypertensive medication. Moreover, results suggest that, in certain instances, drug treatment may even enhance performance. In light of the limitations of the literature, however, an adequate understanding of the effects of antihypertensive therapy on behavioral functioning awaits completion of large, well-designed investigations including all major drug classes and thorough neurobehavioral assessments.